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ABSTRACT 



This thesis records the results of a data-based analysis of worldwide maritime piracy 
incidents against commercial merchant shipping from January 1989 to September 1993. 
The intent of developing this database was to create the framework that permits a rigorous 
statistical analysis of maritime piracy. It begins with a descriptive assessment of the scope 
and impact of piracy worldwide. Next, it identifies the statistically supportable regional 
and international trends in maritime piracy over the last five years. The database has been 
designed at the unclassified level to allow maximum access by the intelligence community 
and the commercial shipping industry. The database includes 523 reported cases of piracy. 
Piracy is defined as the act of boarding any vessel with the intent to commit theft or other 
crime and with the capability to use force in the furtherance of the act. Both incident 
details and ship characteristics have been incorporated in the database. The ultimate goal 
has been to develop a comprehensive statistical picture of where piracy occurs and how 
pirate attacks are carried out. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 



This thesis presents a data-based assessment of international and regional 
trends in maritime piracy between 1989-1993. The assessment was carried out 
using the Violence At Sea (VAS) database. VAS is an original database 
developed by the author under the sponsorship of and in cooperation with the 
Office of Naval Intelligence. The VAS database is structurally complex, it 
contains 118 data fields. The large number of fields are necessary to capture the 
wide variety of information which is available from the shipping industry and 
other maritime data sources. VAS contains data from 523 reports of pirate attacks 
on commercial merchant shipping worldwide between 1989-1993. The data were 
compiled using multiple independent sources which report on the incidence of 
piracy. VAS was designed to be compatible with the interagency Joint Maritime 
Information Element, which is an on-line maritime data resource available to 
users at the secret level. The VAS database is unclassified. 

This study begins with a general descriptive assessment of the scope of 
piracy worldwide. The author does not speculate on possible solutions for 
eliminating or reducing the level of piracy, nor is general threat an area of 
assessment. One cannot presume to suggest what measures are appropriate in 
any region without first taking into account the financial, material and political 
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constraints that face those countries that are confronted with a piracy threat. Such 
factors were not pertinent to the focus of this assessment. For the purposes of 
this study, piracy is defined as "the act of boarding any vessel with the intent to 
commit theft or other crime and with the capability to use force in the furtherance 
of the act." This definition will therefore include cases of robbery which occur in 
a state's territorial waters. It also includes cases of interdiction, i.e., the stopping 
and boarding of ships in territorial or international waters by state authorities. 
Classic "high seas" piracy is not observed nearly as frequently in the modern 
maritime world. 

Next, VAS reports briefly on international and regional trends in maritime 
piracy. International trends are assessed broadly as a function of the shifting 
patterns of pirate activity and the modus operandi of the pirates. Data have been 
compiled on an annual basis and separated into general regions. Although trends 
which show apparent "migration" of pirates across different regions are 
observable given one interpretation of the data, the reader is cautioned not to 
infer from this that the same pirates move from one location to another. Piracy 
is a completely local phenomenon. Hence, the reader must be careful not to 
accept the generalizations presented, even for a single region, as applicable 
throughout that region. Assessment variables for the international level of 
analysis were chosen to allow the reader to view the results from the operational 
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perspective of the mariner. 

Regional analysis was made possible by first separating pirate attacks into 
12 regions. The regions were delineated after the attacks were coded. Of the 12 
regions, only five (with 88% of the total) contained enough data to allow for a 
trends analysis. The regional analysis was aimed primarily at identifying and 
detailing the conditions which exist during a pirate attack. The South/East Asia 
region was by far the area with the largest number of incidents, with over 54% 
of the total number of attacks worldwide being reported there. Northeast Asia, 
Indonesia, West Africa and South America were also examined in some detail. 

Understanding the scope of maritime piracy is a prerequisite for being able 
to assess its impact on international maritime trade. The results presented in this 
study represent a first level assessment of the data on piracy over the last five 
years. There is a wealth of additional information available in the VAS database. 
Its analytical value will grow as the database is gradually extended over time. 
Ultimately, VAS will be expanded to assess all elements of maritime violence. 
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I. MARITIME PIRACY - BACKGROUND AND IMPORTANCE 



Maritime piracy is a phenomenon about which most individuals not 
associated with the maritime community know very little. The common 
perception of the general public on piracy is that it is any act of violence 
occurring anywhere on the oceans. 1 In fact, by the classic legal definition, true 
"piracy" occurs only on the high seas. There have been over 500 reported acts of 
piracy committed against merchant shipping interests worldwide during the last 
five years. This level of piracy is not unprecedented in recent history however. 
In the early 1980s, there was a dramatic increase in the incidence of piracy 
worldwide. In fact, the number of piracy attacks between 1981-1983 is roughly 
comparable to the high levels recorded in 1991. 2 The heart of this thesis is the 
Violence At Sea (VAS) database. It was specifically designed to assess piracy 
between 1989-1993. The best reporting for acts of piracy is for the 1991-1993 time 



l I. R. Hyslop, "Contemporary Piracy," in Eric Ellen (ed.). Piracy At Sea 
(London: ICC Publishing SA, 1989). 7. 

2 See the International Maritime Bureau Chronology of Pirate Attacks on 
Merchant Vessels for 1981-19 87 in Piracy At Sea, Eric Ellen (ed.), London: ICC 
Publishing, SA, 1989, Appendix 1. 
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period. Reports in 1989 and 1990 are disproportionately small. Anecdotal 
evidence, however, suggests that the entire period for VAS is underreported. 3 

Until the shipping industry begins to place greater emphasis on the human 
rather than the simple economic costs of piracy, little is likely to change. There 
have been some notable efforts to curb pirate attacks in selected regions around 
the globe, but pirates are inclined to follow the path of least resistance, and such 
paths are abundant worldwide. That is not to suggest that pirates migrate to 
areas less well policed, but rather that they are prudent not to challenge an 
authoritative presence dedicated to countering them in a particular region. The 
odds that a pirate attack will be successful is high. Pirates routinely intimidate 
their victims and the maritime community at large. With few exceptions, piracy 
is robbery, nothing more. 

Although the shipping industry has been forced to acknowledge the fact of 
piracy, there is still great reluctance on its part to address the problem directly. 
Thus far, the impact of piracy has not presented an economic hardship for the 
shipping industry at large. Piracy is largely regarded by those who control the 
industry as a low-level criminal nuisance. The percentage of maritime trade that 
is affected by pirates is insignificant compared to the total volume of trade and 

Estimates on the under reporting factor in piracy range from 20-50%. 
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